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TAKING PLATFORMS BEYOND
HUMAN-CENTRIC APPROACH: PLATFORMS
FOR HUMAN-NON-HUMAN INTERACTIONS

1.D. Kotliarov

Abstract

Background. Platforms are generally seen as places for interaction between
people. This assumption can be viewed as a manifestation of human-centric spe-
ciecist approach which is now being abandoned in the social research. It means that
an analysis of potential use of platform model by non-human animals is in order.

The goal of the present research essay is to go beyond this speciecist approach
and to find out if non-human sides can be present on platforms.

Research methodology. The theory used in the present research essay is based
on key features of platforms described in the literature (network effects, coopetition,
autonomy of users). The paper is conceptual and does not draw on empirical data.

Research findings. The paper demonstrates that platforms can be used for hu-
man-non-human interaction. Platforms can be initiated not only by people, but also
by animals. People and animals can belong to the same side of a platform. These
results show that platform approach can be used to analyze and to organize interac-
tions between people and animals. Beyond the human-non-human interactions, the
paper contributes to a better understanding of models of platform transformation.
The paper sheds light on the nature of sides’ participation in platform interactions
and shows that one of the sides may not be interested in these interactions and is
turned into a platform side against its will. It demonstrates that platform transfor-
mation can be forced (carried out against the will of the owner of the infrastructure
that is used as a marketplace) and induced (carried out by external actors). Forced
platformization can be seen as a dark platform practice. While owners of infra-
structure may be interested in platform transformation, they should protect their
infrastructures against forced platformization.

Conclusion. The contribution of this paper is two-fold. First, it enriches our
understanding of human-non-human interactions by demonstrating that they can
be based on platform approach. Second, it contributes to platform research as it
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identifies new models of platform transformation that have not been described in
the extant literature. A prospective direction of further research is use of platform
approach by non-human animals (without a human side).

Keywords: platform; human-non-human platforms; forced platform transfor-
mation; dark platform practices; speciecism; speciecist approach
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Hayunast ctatbst

IJIAT®OPMBbI
3A MPEJAEJAMMW YEJIOBEKOIIEHTPUYHOI' O
MMOJXOJA: UCITOJIb3OBAHUE IJIAT®OPM
JJIsI BBAUMOJENCTBUSA JIOAEN
C IPYTUMU BUJAMHU

H.J1. Komnsapoe

Annomauusn

O6ocHoBanme. [TnaTpopmbl OOBIYHO pACCMATPUBAIOTCS KaK TUIOMIAJKH IS
B3aMMOICHCTBUS MEXKIY JIoAbMU. Takoe BocupusaTue miarGopM HpeacTaBiseT
c00OM TMPOSIBICHUE YEIIOBEKOIIGHTPUYHOTO CHEIMEUCTCKOTO MOIX0/1a, KOTOPbIH
B HACTOsIIEEe BPEMs TOCTENIEHHO YCTYNAEeT CBOE MECTO B COL[MAIBHBIX HayKax He-
CTIeeCTCKOM Jtoruke. 1o 3Toit npuyrHe OONBIION HHTEPEC MOXKET IPEICTaB-
JISITh @HAJIU3 BO3MOXKHOCTH MCIIOJIb30BaHMS IUIATPOPM HEUEIIOBEYECKUMH JKUBBIMU
CYIIECTBAMH.

Lleab AaHHOTO HCCIEI0BATENBCKOTO ICCe 3aKIII0YACTCS B TOM, YTOOBI BEIATH
3a Npenesbl CIeNUEeNUCTCKOrO OAX0AA U ONIPENETIUTh, MOTYT JI HEYEJIOBEUECKHE
JKUBBIE CYIIIECTBA MPUCYTCTBOBATH HA MJIAT(OpPMax B KAUYECTBE UX CTOPOH.

MarepuaJibl H METOABI: TEOPHSI, CTIOIF30BaHHAS B JaHHOW paboTe, OCHOBaHA
Ha KJIIOYEBBIX XapaKTepUCTHUKAX IUIaTGOpM, ONHMCAHHBIX B JIUTEpaType (CeTeBble
3¢ PeKTh, KOHKYPEHTHOE COTPYAHUYECTBO, aBTOHOMHUS IOJib30oBareneil). Pabora
SIBIISICTCS KOHIIETITYaIbHOW M HE ONUPAETCs Ha SMIUPUUYECKHUE JaHHBIE.

Pe3yabTarsl ucciaenoBanus. [lanHas paboTa MOKa3bIBAET, YTO MIATPOPMBI
MOTYT MCIIOJIb30BATHCS AJISl B3aMMOAECUCTBUS JIOIeH ¢ IpyruMH BuaaMu. Takue
MEKBHUJIOBBIE TIAT(GOPMBI MOTYT CO34aBaThCs MO0 HHULMATHBE KaK JIIOCH, TaK U
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JKMBOTHBIX. JIIOMM M IpyrHe BUJIBI )KMBBIX CYIIECTB MOTYT HaXOAMUTHCS HA OJHON
CTOpOHE MIATPOPMBIL. DTH PE3yIBTAThl MOKA3bIBAOT, YTO IIAT(HOPMEHHBIN MOAXO
MOXET OBITh UCIIOJIB30BAH JUIsl aHAIN3a M OpPraHU3allii B3aUMOACHCTBHIA MEXKILY
JIIOIBMU H IPYTUMHA BUJIAMU )KUBOTHBIX. [IOMIMO HOBOTO B3IUIsi/1a B3AHMOACHCTBHS
JIOJIel M APYTUX BHUJOB, MOJYYEHHbBIC PE3yNbTaThl TAKKE MO3BOJISET JIyUIle [M0-
HSTb PUPOJY TIAaT(HOPMEHHOH TpaHchopMmanuu. JJaHHOE HCCIe0BaHNE YTOYHSACT
MIPUPOY YYaCTHsI CTOPOH B IIAT(OPMEHHOM B3aUMOJECHCTBUH U TTOKA3bIBALT, YTO
OJIHA U3 CTOPOH MOXKET He OBITh 3aMHTEPECOBAHA B HEM M CTAHOBHUTCSI CTOPOHOI
m1aTGopMbI IPOTUB cBOeH Bosin. Kpome Toro, rutatgopMeHHast TpaHcpopMarus
MOXKET OBITh NPUHYAUTETBHON JUIS BIIaAENbIa HHYPACTPYKTYPBI, HCIIONB3YyEeMOH B
KauecTBe IIaT(GOpPMBL, H PEATN30BAaHHON BHEITHUMH akTopamu. [IpuHyauTenpHas
1aTOpPMHU3ALH MOKET PACCMaTPUBATHCS Kak HepoOpocoBecTHas miiar)oOpMeH-
Hasl IIPaKTUKa. XOTs COOCTBEHHUKH HH(PACTPYKTYPBI MOTYT ObITh 3aHTEPECOBAHBI
B u1aTopMeHHOM TpaHcopMaIu, IM HEOOXOIUMO IIPHHIMATh MEPHI 110 3aIUTE
OT MPUHYAUTEIBHON TIATHOPMH3AIIHH.

3axirouenne. Jlannas pabota cOOep>KUT JBa OCHOBHBIX pe3yibTara. Bo-mep-
BBIX, OHa 00OTaIlaeT Hallle TOHNMaHUe B3auMOJIEHCTBHI MEX Ty JIFOAbMU U IPYTH-
MU BUJIaMH, [TOKA3bIBAsI, YTO OHO MOXKET ObITH OCHOBAHO Ha MIaT()OPMEHHOM MO/~
xozie. Bo-BTOpBIX, OHa BHOCHUT BKJIaJ B HCCIICIOBAHUE IIaTGOPM, IOCKOJIBKY OHA
HUACHTH(DUIUPYET HOBBIC MOJIENH TUIAT(GOPMEHHOH TpaHCOpPMAIINH, KOTOPbIE TTOKa
He OBLIH OITMCaHbI B CYLIECTBYOLIEH uTeparype. [lepcrieKTHBHBIM HalpaBieHHEM
[la,]'[bHCf/’I]_l_lI/lX I/ICCJ'ICI[OBaHI/If/’I SABJIACTCS ONPEACICHUEC TOI'0, MOTYT JIM CYIIECTBOBATH
1aThopMbl O€3 ydacTHs 4eI0BeKa.

KarwueBble cioBa: miatdgopma; miarhopMsl U B3aUMOACHCTBHUS JTIOACH 1
NPYTUX BUJOB; MPUHYAUTENbHAs TIaThopMeHHass TpaHchopMalys; Hea00poco-
BECTHBIE MIAT(GOPMEHHbIE TPAKTUKH; CTICLHELM3M; CIICINEIUCTCKUHI OIXO0

Jast uurupoBanus. Kormispos . /1. [Tnardopmsl 3a mpepenaMu 4eI0BEKO-
LIEHTPUYHOTO TIO/IX0/1a: MCIOIb30BaHKE TUIATGOPM AJIsi B3AUMOJICHCTBHUS JIIOCH C
npyrumu Bugami // Siberian Journal of Life Sciences and Agriculture. 2024. T. 16,
Ne6. C. 476-489. DOL: 10.12731/2658-6649-2024-16-6-1347

Introduction

Platforms have deeply transformed global economic, business, political and
social landscapes over the last decades [14; 40]. People buy goods on Amazon,
post their videos on YouTube, exchange opinions in Telegram, support projects
on Kickstarter, order rides on Uber, find lodging on Airbnb, resell second-hand
items on Etsy and Ebay, study on Coursera — the list is endless. This ubiquitous
presence of platforms makes them an interesting object of study. However,
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there is an important assumption that is taken for granted in platform research —
that platforms are a human phenomenon. Indeed, all examples of platforms
that are analyzed in the extant literature are human ones (that is, only humans
or human-created structures use them for interactions) and to the best of my
knowledge no attempts have been made to find out if platforms can be used by
non-human animals. This assumption is a manifestation of the speciecist logic
which is slowly but steadily giving ground to non-speciecist approach in social
sciences [2; 4; 9; 22; 23; 43]. As Greenebaum and Sanders state, “Human inter-
action with nonhuman animals is a central feature of contemporary social life”
[12]. Inclusion of non-human animals into social studies can help to identify
differences and similarities in organization of human-non-human communities
and societies and to better understand the universal features they have in com-
mon [41]. Non-speciecist approach to platforms can enrich our knowledge of
this model of interactions.

Goal of the research

The goal of the present research essay is to demonstrate the existence of
platforms in human-non-human interactions (more precisely, in exchange of
food between people and animals). This goal is twofold as it can foster the
platform research by including non-human animals into analysis and contrib-
ute to a better understanding of human-non-human interactions by applying
platform approach.

Methodology

Hagiu and Wright [16] describe platforms as places for direct interactions
of a large (potentially unlimited) number of affiliated users. “Affiliation” means
that users on each side consciously make platform-specific investments nec-
essary to access the platform (for example, spend time to drive to a shopping
mall). Large number of users is present on each side of platforms so the supply
and the demand are both decentralized.

Key features of platforms are:

- Coopetition — while suppliers compete for customers (and customers
compete with each other for the limited supply) they create a complex
offer that makes a platform attractive for users on the demand side.
Customers, in their turn, create a combined demand (an audience) that
attracts potential suppliers;

- Network effects — the more there are sellers on a platform, the more at-
tractive the platform is for customers and vice versa [33];
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- Autonomy of participants: users interacting on a platform are not con-
trolled by this platform or by any other centralized entity [33].

Platforms analyzed in the literature are set up and run by platform opera-
tors — specific organizations which invest into digital infrastructures and devel-
op their institutional rules [13; 16; 25]. However, platforms can also emerge
naturally without external support. This situation usually takes place when there
is a potential platform side (in most cases —a crowd of potential customers) that
gathers in a specific location (so the platform is not empty [38]) which is free
to access. In this case participants from the other side are naturally attracted to
this location by the presence of this crowd. Informal markets near to subway or
real stations belong to this type of platform. Potential platform side is formed by
passengers concentrated in these stations and the passengers’ purchasing power
attracts potential sellers. It means that arriving sellers transform passengers into
demand side of the platform, while the location becomes a platform.

Another misconception about platforms is that users from both sides (or all
sides — in case of multi-sided platforms) are willing to participate in platforms.
While it is indeed true for organized platforms (run by platform operators), af-
filiation to natural platforms may not be comfortable for one of the sides. For
example, passengers who commute via railway or subway stations transformed
into informal marketplaces may be unhappy because of unwanted advertising,
overcrowding etc. For these commuters their transformation into platform side
may be undesirable (from their point of view sellers forcefully occupy the pub-
lic transport infrastructure that was not intended to be used as a marketplace).
Within the definition of platforms proposed by Hagiu and Wright [16] one can
say that in case of natural platforms users’ affiliation to an infrastructure (for
example, affiliation to railway and subway stations) is transformed into affili-
ation to platform. It naturally solves the chicken-and-egg problem typical for
platforms [11; 38] as one of the sides is already affiliated to the infrastructure
that will be turned into platform by the occupying side. In simple words, the
occupying side parasitize on passengers’ affiliation to public transport infra-
structure. The major inconvenience is that while users of organized platforms
can simply leave them in case of dissatisfaction, users (or, maybe, prisoners)
of natural platforms cannot leave without abandoning the infrastructures they
use for other purposes (for example, for commuting). The occupying side also
parasitize on the public infrastructure turned into a marketplace.

Obviously natural platforms are not always uncomfortable and many of
them do create value for their users. However, one should take into account that
people who are present on platforms may actually be unwilling to participate.



Siberian Journal of Life Sciences and Agriculture, Tom 16, Ne6, 2024 481

Finally, it is noteworthy that interacting users are not necessarily in direct
contact with each other. Their interactions (exchanges, swaps, sales etc) can take
place without personal contact. Historical examples of such contactless trans-
actions include the famous silent trade (however, it was not based on platform
model) [10; 28; 39]. Present contactless platforms are represented by public
fridges for food sharing and public bookshelves for bookcrossing [3; 7; 29].
People who take free books from these shelves do not interact directly with per-
sons who left these books, however, an exchange between them does take place.

Platforms can be digital and physical (city markets, shopping malls etc).
The extant literature is mostly dedicated to digital marketplaces. However, only
physical platforms will be analyzed in the present paper.

These concepts (potential absence of platform operators, possibility of nat-
ural emergence of a platform, unwillingness of one of the sides to participate
in platforms, indirect or contactless transactions) are essential for understand-
ing platforms that emerge in human-non-human interactions (HNH platforms).

The paper is situated on the crossroads of economic anthropology and an-
throzoology. It is conceptual and does not use empirical date. While there are
some examples that support key ideas set out in the present essay, they cannot
be considered as case studies.

Research results

While there are many urban places where people interact with and encoun-
ter animals (circuses, traditional and petting zoos, animal markets [30], animal
shelters [32; 35], cat cafés [42] etc), they cannot be viewed as HNH platforms.
They are either just centralized organizations that own animals (circuses, zoos
etc; it means that they are not platforms at all as animals do not have any auton-
omy) or platforms for interaction between pet owners and buyers (pet markets),
that is, platforms for transactions between people. This is why these places will
not be analyzed in the present paper.

Most urban dwellers are familiar with the following situations:

1. There are places where animal supporters purposefully bring food for stray
dogs, community cats [19] etc. Quite often the food is provided by many
people who do not know each other, but are aware that animals come to
this place (so the food brought to these places will be used as intended).
These places are normally located near apartment block entrances, dump-
sters etc. Interestingly enough, as now wild animals are often seen in cities
they also benefit from food left in these locations (along with stray animals
for whom this food was initially intended) [24; 27; 36]. For example, in
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Vsevolozhsk, a small town near St. Petersburg (Russia), this food is taken
not only by dogs and cats, but also by hedgehogs;

2. Animals (dogs, cats, birds) are gathering near open restaurants where
they hope to find food. Birds take food from plates themselves when
patrons have already left, while dogs and cats are usually approaching
patrons asking them for food;

3. Animals are gathering on landfills and dumpsters where people throw
out food and food waste.

As one can easily see, all these situations can be described as platforms as
there are two independent collective sides (people and animals) which interact
with each other. It means that platforms can emerge not only to facilitate trans-
actions between people, but also for human-non-human interactions. However
a further analysis is in order.

The situation 1 is a classical natural platform (as there is no central opera-
tor). Normally such platforms evolve as follows: a person leaves food for stray
animals in a specific location. Animals attracted by this food start coming to
this place. Other animal supporters among local dwellers who see that there is a
place where animals are gathering start bringing food to this location. This way
of development perfectly corresponds to the platform evolution model. These
places have key features of platforms:

- Network effects: the more food is left there, the more this place is valu-
able for animals and the more animals come there the more this place is
valuable for animal supporter who bring food;

- Coopetition: while animals compete for the limited supply of food, they
create a collective demand.

These platforms are created by people on purpose, animals just react to the
supply of food. Both sides are interested in this interaction as food givers want
to provide support to stray animals and animals want to get food. Obviously
these platforms can create negative externalities for local communities that may
be unhappy with noise, dirt [5] etc. Moreover, local dwellers may be afraid of
large groups of stray animals [36]. However, the key feature is that both food
givers (people) and food takers (animals) are interested in this interaction.

The interaction between people and animals on these platforms can be direct
and indirect. It means that animals can be present in these locations when peo-
ple bring food (and in this case the interaction is direct), or animals can come
when there are no people (indirect interaction).

The situation 2 is totally different. While it is also a natural platform, it emerg-
es in a different way. Animals exploit infrastructure which is initially intended for
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other purposes (open restaurants) and transform it into a platform (that is, unlike
the situation 1, human-non-human interaction is initiated by animals; it means
that animals can play an active role in emergence of HNH platforms). Platform
interactions may be indirect (as the example of birds shows) and direct (with
cats and dogs). Patrons are transformed into a platform side against their will (as
they come to restaurant to spend time and to eat, not to be surrounded by animals
looking and asking for food). It means that the platform side role is imposed on
patrons and their participation in this platform is unvoluntary. Patrons’ reactions
to this forced platform transformation may be different (some people can enjoy
giving extra food to cats and dogs and for them feeding animals is an additional
entertainment) and include anger and discomfort. It leads to negative network
effects, or, more precisely, while for animals network effects are positive, for
patrons they are negative: more food makes these restaurants more attractive for
animals, however, the more animals the fewer patrons. Obviously, like for the
situation 1, coopetition is also present among animals.

The transformation of the restaurant into a platform also takes place against
the will of its owner. It means that the platform transformation is forced not only
for one of the platform sides, but also for the owner of the platform infrastruc-
ture (this is why forced platform transformation can be seen as a dark platform
practice). In simple words, non-platform infrastructures that can potentially be
used as marketplaces are often not protected against forced platform transforma-
tion. Owners of these infrastructures should not only develop strategies of plat-
form transformation [14; 15], but also eliminate risks of forced platformization.

It also means that platform transformation of an infrastructure can be in-
duced, that is, carried out by external actors, not by its owner.

Such forced platforms exist not only in human-non-human interactions.
Open restaurants (especially fast-food restaurants) are surrounded not only by
animals, but also by beggars asking for money. Their presence may be uncom-
fortable for customers.

This example demonstrate that natural platforms can emerge in two ways:

- When there is a centralized supply of a specific resource by a crowd of

providers and potential users of this resource can access this supply. In
this case users simply gather in the place where this resource is supplied.
In case of human-only platforms this situation corresponds to informal
marketplaces near metro stations described above. In case of HNH plat-
forms the situation 2 follows this model;

- When additional providers can follow the first supplier who offered a

product to potential users in a specific location. When customers react
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to this offer (and create a demand) other suppliers discover the poten-
tial of this place and join it forming the supply side for this platform. It
is important to highlight that the first provider is not the operator of the
platform as other suppliers join it freely without his or her permission.
Neither did this supplier intend to transform this location into a platform
(in human only-platforms this supplier would even prefer to avoid this
transformation in order not to create competition with his or her own of-
fer). The supply side emerged naturally around this supplier. This model
corresponds to the situation 1.

In both cases platforms emerge on the basis of potential demand sides. In
the first model the demand side already exists thanks to a point of attraction.
In the second model this demand side is created thanks to efforts of the first
supplier.

The situation 3 is similar to the situation 2. The difference is that interac-
tions between people and animals are mostly indirect. People throw out food
into dumpsters and animals come later, when there are no local dwellers around.
However, if dumpsters attract many animals they can gather in large groups
and stay there even if there are people and in this case direct contacts between
animals and people can take place [36]. It is noteworthy that these contacts are
not food-related. Animals do not beg for food (as they can easily get it from
dumpsters), it is simply not possible for a person to reach the dumpster without
going by a group of dogs or cats. These groups of animals may be uncomfort-
able, scaring or even dangerous for local dwellers. Network effects are positive
for both sites until these direct contacts are avoided. As soon as the contact be-
comes direct network effects become negative for people.

The situation 3 demonstrates that interactions on a platform are not neces-
sarily resource-related. Sides may have to interact on a platform even if they
do not exchange resources directly.

Just like in the situation 2, dumpsters are used as a source of food not only
by animals, but also by people [6; 21; 31; 34]. The situation 2 and 3 demon-
strate that people and animals are not always situated on the different sides of
a platform, they may well belong to the same side.

Obviously the list of situations of platform interactions analyzed in the
present research essay is not exhaustive. One can easily remember other sit-
uations (for example, people feeding swans, ducks and squirrels in city parks
[37]; places for sky burials can be another example, probably a less nice one
[17; 18; 26]). However, providing a full list of HNH platforms is beyond the
scope of this paper.
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Conclusion
This research essay shows the following:

- Platform model is not human-specific. It is universal and can be used for
interactions between people and animals. This result adds up to the emerg-
ing field of research in non-anthropocentric economic structures and orga-
nizations [1]. It is noteworthy, however, that all examples analyzed in this
paper represent human-non-human interactions (that is, they include a hu-
man side). It is important to find out if there are any non-human platforms
(platforms that do not have a human side);

- Despite the common belief, platform transformation may be unvoluntary
(and value destroying) for one of the sides of the platform as well as for the
owner of the infrastructure that is used as the marketplace (this phenomenon
can be described as forced platform transformation or forced platformiza-
tion). This research contribution is twofold. First, it extends the list of poten-
tial models of platform transformation and shows that it can be carried out
by external actors against the will of the infrastructure owner. Infrastructure
owners should not only develop strategies of platform transformation [14;
15] but also work out tools in order to protect their infrastructures against
forced platformization. Second, this finding contributes to the analysis of
dark platform practices which remain understudied in the literature [8; 20];

- Platforms can emerge naturally without efforts of an operator if there is a
potential platform and an infrastructure that can be used as a marketplace.
Platforms can be initiated by human actors as well as by non-human ones
(which means that non-human animals are not just passive users of platforms
initiated by people). People and animals can belong to the same side of a
platform.

These results are important not only for human-non-human interactions, but
for platform research in general as they enrich our understanding of the platform
model and demonstrate that it can be used beyond the common assumptions.
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